Antigenicity of hantavirus nucleocapsid proteins expressed in E. coli.
DNA clones representing the small genomic segment of Nephropathia epidemica virus strain Hällnäs B1 (NEV) and Hantaan virus strain 76-118 (HTV) encoding their nucleocapsid proteins were inserted into the E. coli vector pIN-III-ompA for secretion of proteins into the periplasmic space. The complete HTV and NEV nucleocapsid proteins and two truncated versions of the NEV nucleocapsid proteins were expressed as fusion proteins. Unexpectedly, all products accumulated as insoluble aggregates. Most of the ompA signal peptide remained uncleaved. However, nucleocapsid fusion proteins could be purified from the insoluble fraction by extraction with 8 M urea followed by separation on SDS-PAGE and electroelution. Rabbits were immunized with the eluted proteins and the resulting antibodies reacted specifically with authentic viral nucleocapsid proteins of HTV and NEV. The recombinant nucleocapsid proteins were found to react specifically with various hantavirus-immune sera, but not with human control sera, indicating their suitability as potential diagnostic antigens. This is the first report on the expression of a protein of a NEV serotype strain of hantaviruses by use of recombinant DNA techniques.